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John R. Allen is a retired U.S. Marine Corps  
four-star general and former commander of the  
NATO International Security Assistance Force 

 in Afghanistan. Prior to joining the Brookings Institution 
as Senior Fellow and  Co-director of the Center for 21st 
Century Security and Intelligence, General Allen served 
as Special Presidential Envoy to the global coalition 
to counter ISIL, a position he held for 14 months. 
Immediately following retirement from the Marine 
Corps, he was the senior advisor to the Secretary of 

Defense on Middle East Security, and in that role he led the security dialogue 
with Israel and the Palestinian Authority for 15 months within the Middle East 
peace process.
 General Allen commanded the NATO International Security Assistance 
Force and United States Forces in Afghanistan from July 2011 to February 2013.  
He is the first Marine to command a theater of war. His command of the 150,000 
U.S. and NATO forces in Afghanistan occurred at a particularly critical period in 
the war.  During his command, he recovered the 33,000 U.S. surge forces, moved 
the Afghan National Security Forces into the lead for combat operations, and 
pivoted NATO forces from being a conventional combat force into an advisory 
command.  Further, he established the division size Special Operations Joint Task 
Force.  In the process, his forces closed or realigned over 500 bases and facilities.  
All of these activities were conducted in contact with the enemy and during active 
and particularly intense combat operations.
 During his nearly 38-year military career, General Allen served in a variety 
of command and staff positions in the Marine Corps and the Joint Force.  
Prior to assuming command of the NATO and U.S. forces in Afghanistan, he 
commanded at every level in the Marine Corps through the Marine Expeditionary 
Brigade.  He served as the G-3 operations officer of the 2nd Marine Division.  
He was the aide de camp and military secretary to the 31st commandant of the 
Marine Corps.
 As a general officer, he served as the principal director of Asia-Pacific policy 
in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, a position he held for nearly three years.  
In this assignment, he was involved extensively on policy initiatives involving 
Mongolia, China, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia.  He was also involved in the Six 
Party Talks on the denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula. He played a major 
role in organizing the relief effort during the South Asian tsunami from 2004 to 
2005.



 General Allen’s contingency and combat operations assignments included 
Operation Sea Signal in the Caribbean in 1994, Operation Joint Endeavor in 
the Balkans from 1995 to 1996, Operation Iraqi Freedom in Iraq from 2007 
to 2008, and Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan from 2011 to 
2013.
 Beyond his operational credentials, General Allen has also led a number 
of professional military educational programs including service as the director 
of the Marine Infantry Officer Program; commanding officer of the Marine 
Corps Basic School; and Commandant of Midshipmen at the United States 
Naval Academy.  He has served as the Marine Corps Fellow to the Center 
for Strategic and International Studies, a Commandant of the Marine Corps 
Fellow, and was the first Marine officer to serve as a term member of the 
Council on Foreign Relations. 
 Following retirement, and among other activities, General Allen has 
become affiliated with the Middle East Institute, the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy, the Atlantic Council of the United States, and the Royal 
United Services Institute. He is a Senior Fellow at the Merrill Center of the 
Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies and is a Senior 
Fellow at the Johns Hopkins Applied Physics Laboratory. He is a permanent 
member of the Council on Foreign Relations.
 General Allen is the recipient of numerous U.S. personal decorations and 
campaign awards.  He is also the recipient of numerous international awards 
among them the NATO Meritorious Service Medal; the Order of Australia; 
the Afghan Ghazi Mir Bacha Khan Medal; the French Legion d’Honneur; the 
Order of Merit of the Italian Republic; the Commander’s Cross of the Order 
of Merit of the Polish Republic; and the Taiwan Order of the Resplendent 
Banner with Special Cravat. 
 In recognition of his work as Special Presidential Envoy to the Global 
Coalition to Counter ISIL, he was presented by Secretary John Kerry with 
the Department of State Distinguished Honor Award and by Director James 
Clapper with the Director of National Intelligence National Intelligence 
Distinguished Public Service Award.
 In 2015, he was the recipient of the Eisenhower Award of the Business 
Executives for National Security. In 2016 he received the Statesman Scholar 
Award of The Washington Institute for Near East Policy.
 General Allen holds a Bachelor of Science in operations analysis from 
the U.S. Naval Academy, a Master of Arts degree in national security studies 
from Georgetown University, a Master of Science in strategic intelligence from 
the Defense Intelligence College, and a Master of Science in national security 
strategy from the National Defense University.



FORRESTAL LECTURE SERIES

 The Forrestal Lecture Series was established at the Naval
Academy in May 1970 in honor of the late James V. Forrestal
who, as one of the foremost proponents of seapower of our
era, was instrumental in the development of the modern Navy.
Secretary Forrestal served in the Navy’s flight program
in World War I, leaving service as a lieutenant junior grade.
He reentered government service in 1940 as an administrative
assistant to President Roosevelt. Later that year, he was named
Under Secretary of the Navy.

 Long an advocate of naval supremacy, he was the man
responsible for the remarkable logistical building of the Navy in
the early war years. He became Secretary of the Navy in 1944,
following the death of Frank Knox.

 Secretary Forrestal took unprecedented strides towards
establishing racial equality in the Navy. He also served as  
the chief architect of the vastly complicated merger
of the War and Navy Departments into the National Military
Establishment (later the Department of Defense). He was
named the first Secretary of Defense by President Truman in
1947. The awesome burden of reorganization quickly took its
toll and Secretary Forrestal resigned for health reasons in 1948.
He died one year later.

 The purpose of this series is to enhance the Brigade of 
 Midshipmen’s awareness and appreciation of the social, political,  
and cultural dimensions of the Nation and world. Featured are 
leading representatives from various disciplines—government, the 
arts, humor, literature, education, sports, politics, science, and  
other fields.

  

        This evening’s Forrestal Lecture is generously supported by the 
Class of 1946, Dr. Robert Finnigan ’49 and Mrs. Bette Finnigan, 
and the Tisch and Rubenstein families in honor of Captain 
Richard B. Rubenstein ’58, USNR (Ret.), through charitable 
funds established at the U.S. Naval Academy Foundation.  The 
Brigade of Midshipmen acknowledges this support with deep 
appreciation.


